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"He hid his light under a bushel." These words were used by Archbishop Winning at Canon 

Connolly's installation as Provost of the Cathedral Chapter, and repeated at his funeral. He 

was right. Michael Connolly was a man of high intelligence. He was full of ideas, indeed 

bubbling over with them. His expression of them however, due to a peculiarly attractive 

personal mannerism, including a searching stumbling for words, did him less than justice. His 

ideas often outpaced his utterance; his concepts outraced his speech. 

 

He obtained the degrees of Doctor of Philosophy (1932) and Doctor of Theology (1949) at 

the Gregorian University in Rome. It may come as a surprise to many that during the period 

from 1929 to 1967,a good span of well nigh forty years,his overall examination marks at the 

Gregorian, over the whole of his course, were extraordinarily high; indeed they were 

surpassed by no other Scozzese during the period in question. 

 

Michael always had his priorities right. Despite, or rather because of, his academic 

distinctions, what mattered most in his priestly life, a deep faith, a rare humility, a simple 

piety, the homely virtues, devotion to the Mass and Blessed Sacrament and to Our Lady of 

the Rosary; these animated his heart and soul, and permeated the activities of his apostolate. 

The circumstances and events of each unrepeatable day, joy or trial, he turned into 

opportunities for his own sanctification, and that of others, whether in Colleges or parishes, 

committed to his care. It would seem that he succeeded, almost equally well, in concealing a 

high measure of personal holiness, as he hid his learning. 

 

Good as he was at soft-pedalling his sanctity and knowledge, his charming ways, magnetic 

personality and witticisms, these he could not, and did not, suppress. 

 

One of his endearing features, especially in clerical gatherings was his facility to join, with 

abandon, in telling jokes and amusing stories. These were often against himself to the 

immense enjoyment of his company. With a twinkling glint in his smiling eyes, he would 

begin to tell a joke, and then completely forget how it finished. Uproarious laughter 

invariably followed. In this atmosphere, he was frequently the target of taunting and teasing, 

which he always took in good part. The scene of one true story he used to tell his friends, 

against himself of course, the end of which he did remember, was the "cricket turf in the 

playing fields" of Blairs. It was a lovely June day in 1927. Michael, tall for his age, a 

handsome strapping young fellow, splendidly attired in newly laundered white flannels, with 

pads to boot, came to the wicket to bat. Placing it, with exquisite precision, on the umpire's 

instructions, before the middle stump, he was all set to meet the first ball. He made a good 

stroke, but an agile fielder at silly mid-on, who still gleefully recalls the incident, made a 

brilliant catch. Michael was out for a duck. With all the grace he could muster, back he 

walked to the "mythical pavilion". How typical of him to tell the tale! 

 

Not a few of Canon Connolly's contemporaries were mistaken in their belief that Clydebank 

was his native place. In fact, he was born in Wishaw, Lanarkshire (30/1/1912). He attended 

St. Athanasius' Primary School, Carluke from 1914 until 1921, when his family moved to 

Clydebank. There he was a pupil of Our Holy Redeemer's School until 1926. Now at fourteen 

years of age, the first seedlings of his vocation to the priesthood began to grow. The 

"glorious" 12th of August, 1926, saw him enrolled at Blairs College, whose spartan 



discipline, for three years, he readily accepted. The apparent ease of his well-above average 

performance in his studies there, was ample evidence of an intellectual ability that later was 

to blossom so successfully in Rome. 

 

The old Scots College in the Via Quattro Fontane, which he entered in 1929, was with 

interruptions to be his home for twenty-two years. Every college has its own charisma "Alma 

Mater". What a heart-enchaining feeling in the phrase!! But any Roman student, past or 

present, will readily testify that education, in its widest sense, develops and flowers in this 

strange merging of pagan and Christian culture. That indefinable, all pervading, yet elusive 

thing called "Romanita" soon made Michael its willing prisoner. He imbibed it. He savoured 

it. To the end of his days, he loved it. 

 

His years of study, comparatively easy to his active mind, glided swiftly by; about the middle 

of his course, however, he lost a year through ill-health and joined ‘a class beneath him’. 

Student life, of its nature humdrum and routine, was never boring to him. The attractions of 

the Eternal City, the varied interests in the college itself, the daily trek to the Gregorian 

University where he rubbed shoulders with men of many nations, the long pleasant summer 

vacations at the lovely villa in Marino, this milieu enfolded his mind, and held him in its 

fascination, which grew even stronger with the passage of time. 

 

Michael Connolly was ordained by Cardinal Marchetti-Selvaggianni in the Basilica of St. 

John Lateran on December 19th, 1936. It is a sobering thought to recall now, that the 

ceremony began at 6 a.m. As many hundreds of candidates to the priesthood received orders, 

major or minor, it did not end until about noon. The Canon Law of the Eucharistic fast, in all 

its rigorous severity, was sacrosanct. Not a bite or a sup until 1 p.m. 0 Tempora! 0 Mores! 

 

Not unexpectedly, he was appointed "Ripetitore" to the Scots College students, a position he 

held until October, 1939. 

 

The scene changes. Back to Scotland he comes, as a curate, for two years, in St. Mary's, 

Saltcoats, to get his first taste of pastoral work. First parishes, after ordination, are best loved 

and best remembered. This was especially true in Michael's case; he would often speak, and 

at length, of his days in St. Mary's as his happiest days, giving the impression that his stay 

there was a long one. On the move again, he becomes a member of the staff at Blairs College, 

teaching classics for five years,"a man o' many pairts". The war was on. It was a time of 

austerity and food rationing; yet he was always carefree and content. His wit and humour did 

not desert him. He was the most popular member of a happy staff. But Rome would not let 

him be. In 1946, the tedious but rewarding task of "Ripetitore" was to be repeated another 

stint, again of five years duration. 

 

Now a mature man of thirty-four years, ideally equipped for further advance in sacred 

science, he begins to study for his Doctorate of Divinity. The thesis he chose was Newman's 

Philosophy of Religion and his approach to the problem of faith and reason, so subtly and 

scholarly delineated in the "Grammar of Assent". It is in this monumental work that Newman 

draws his famous distinction between "real and notional" apprehension and assent, in the 

pursuit of secular and religious truth. For four years, bending his mind with unwearied zeal 

and vigour to his arduous task, Michael immersed himself in this abstruse and recondite 

subject. Newman himself confesses that this "composition" (i.e. Grammar of Assent) was 

"peculiarly difficult". Difficult or not Michael succeeded in getting his doctorate "magna cum 

laude". 



Now he has left Rome for good. While curate in St. Joseph's, North Woodside Road (1951 to 

1956), Administrator and Parish Priest of St. Joseph's, Helensburgh (1956 to 1958) and 

Parish Priest of St. Ninian's, Knightswood (1958 to 1963), where he opened the present fine 

church, he held an uniquely high number of Archdiocesan offices, which were, numerically, 

quite staggering. With his specialist background, his superiors were quick to utilise, for the 

benefit of the Archdiocese, his well-trained and sharpened mind. In addition to his normal 

parochial duties, he somehow found time to engage in a litany of posts, which impinged on 

the practical field of moral and dogmatic theology. Nor were these appointments mere 

sinecures; on the contrary, the faith itself in all its doctrinal purity, was at stake. As extra-

mural examiner for St. Peter's College, Cardross, and for the junior clergy, his it was to 

ensure that the gospel, in all its integrity, would be presented to the faithful. He taught 

medical ethics to the Pharmaceutical Guild of Glasgow and the West of Scotland. He was 

Chaplain to the Newman Association—how appropriate! Member (Notary, Vice-Officialis) 

of the Glasgow Diocesan Tribunal; the National Commission of Doctrine; the Archdiocesan 

Ecumenical Discussion Group; representative of the Archdiocese on the Scottish Institute of 

Missionary Studies, as well as "Censor Librorum". All these highly sensitive and vital areas, 

involving sound doctrine and its proper development were, along with other responsibilities 

allotted to him, by the Archdiocesan Authorities. 

 

In 1963 Michael Connolly was made Rector of St. Peter's College, Cardross, and Canon of 

the Cathedral Chapter. Unfortunately for him, from the very outset, his appointment as Rector 

was not without controversy, which was altogether outside his control. Hitherto, his priestly 

life, though busy, was comparatively serene, and continued to be so in the early years, despite 

this new responsibility imposed on him by the Bishops of the Province. One immediate 

matter however, and a source of anxiety, financial and otherwise, was the supervision of the 

building of the new College, a task which he inherited, and remained with him. In his latter 

years at Cardross, a period of transition in the wake of Vatican II set in, and created new 

problems. Entrenched as he was, in the Ancien Regime, with an old-style approach to 

training candidates for the priesthood, did he fully recognise the influence of the winds of 

change? Moulded in the traditional way, was he readily amenable to the new thinking? Were 

the sudden implications of "aggiornamento" properly accepted and understood in theological 

Colleges at that time? At local level then was a conflict of views surprising? Crisis point has 

come. In 1972, Canon Connolly, Rector of the College was relieved of his post. His departure 

caused quite a stir in the diocese, and beyond. In the light of hindsight, the College staff and 

students of those days, are, perhaps best fitted to give an impartial assessment of the situation. 

 

The evidence of his personal ordeal, and of the scars it left, did not go unnoticed. A tinge of 

melancholy, alien to his buoyant nature, now became apparent to his contemporaries and 

friends. Michael was the least vindictive of men. Despite the trauma through which he 

passed, he was never bitter or resentful; as was his wont through life, no unkind word passed 

his lips. Indeed he was heroically charitable. The unwitting victim of the hour, did his 

achievements fall short of early promise? Was the man brimful of talents and rich in 

academic distinctions ever fully appreciated? 

 

His next appointment, which proved to be his last, was that of parish priest of St. Stephen's, 

Dalmuir. The friendly people of St. Stephen's, and of St. Mary's Deanery, of which he was 

Dean, whose loyalty to their priests is outstanding, soon restored his old resilience. With 

enthusiastic zeal, he threw himself into his parish work, in which, at once, he felt at home and 

happy. As a man, they loved him; as a fine churchman, they respected him; as a pastor, they 

revered him. In the Clydebank area, about this time, the spectre of unemployment raised its 



ugly head. Singer's, on whom many of his parishioners depended for their livelihood, shut its 

gates; the dole queues lengthened. Appeals for support from the local community were never 

made in vain; the material, as well as the spiritual welfare of all, was the unfailing concern of 

St. Stephen's parish priest. (Conveniently situated is "Connolly's Bar" in which a weary hour 

can be whiled away.) After some eight years, he was installed as provost of the Chapter of 

Canons of the Archdiocese of Glasgow. This honour, confirmed in recognition of long and 

devoted service to the Church, was a source of pride and joy at parish and deanery level. 

 

But joy was tempered when it became known that his health was declining; from now on he 

required almost constant medical attention, and was forced, against his will, to curtail many 

of his usual duties. Though his illness was now serious, he kept up to the end, what to him 

was never a facade: witticisms at his infirmities, and belittling of his life of prayer. To one 

who visited him a week before he died, he said: "except for the old heart and the loss of an 

eye, I am not too bad"; and, in a rare moment of confidence: "I can't do much now, but, I 

thank God that I have less distractions and more time for my own devotions". Selfless to the 

last, he added "my curates are wonderful, they do everything for me. I am sorry to be such a 

bother to them". 

 

The end came suddenly. Canon Connolly died on Pentecost Sunday, May 22nd, 1983. His 

two devoted assistants and his parishioners were grief-stricken. Archbishop Winning was the 

Chief Concelebrant at Pontifical Requiem Mass in St. Stephen's Church. Concelebrating with 

him were the Canon's brother, Father Kieran, his nephew, Father McNamara, Bishop 

Renfrew, Bishop Devine, Bishop Thomson, Bishop McGill and many hundreds of priests, in 

a full church. During his homily, at an impressive and edifying ceremony, Archbishop 

Winning paid a glowing tribute to him, whose immediate family, including Doctor Dan of the 

Mayo Clinic in New York, expressed appreciation at the warmth of His Grace's sympathy to 

them. He welcomed the Provost of Clydebank, Mr. James McKendrick, and his wife, as well 

as representatives of other Churches in the District. 

 

Deeply mourned by all who knew and loved him, Michael Connolly lies buried in a new 

priests' plot in the cemetery in Dalnottar, on the hill above his home. A gifted man, but a 

humble man, he "hid his light", but he hid it in "the hidden God, the saviour". In his diligent 

search for God, through a labyrinth of speculation and inquiry, he realised, more than most, 

in the words of his great mentor Cardinal Newman, the modern Augustine, that "the path of 

thought leading us to find Him is rugged and circuitous above other investigations". 

 

His quest is over. He hears no more the busy beat of time. Our prayer is that he has found 

Him, whom he sought and loved, that he is among those "who see the Lord face to face, and 

need not lamplight or sunlight, because the Lord God will be shining on them". 

 

May this Light Divine illumine him in all its timeless radiance. 

 

 


